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Symposium on Liberal 
Education 
Jhe!don '] K£pperl is Professor of 
CJ3iomedica! Jciences and the CJ-Iis-
tory of Jcience. 
My Thirty-five Year Love 
Affair With Liberal Education 
atGVSU 
I t all started as so many such romances do: on the rebound. I had left my former passion for strictly 
science and math as an undergraduate at a leading 
engineering school. There the concept of a humanities 
elective was a course in geology taught at the liberal arts 
university across the street. Now I was ready to experi-
ence liberal education (in both senses of the "L''word) at 
the University ofWisconsin- Madison in the mid-'60's, 
an exciting time to be a new graduate student. 
I fell with a thud for the seductive and well-
established Integrated Liberal Studies Program, the 
educational version of The Graduate's Mrs. Robinson. 
All the classes were connected through common themes 
and were often taught by teams of senior faculty. Those 
of us who were ILS teaching assistants thought our-
selves the luckiest of the bunch ofTA's at Wisconsin. 
Unfortunately, the guardians of the program felt I 
was in danger of malingering just to be near my love. 
Consequently, they broke us up, gave me a degree and 
sent me out into the world. As good fortune would have 
it, I met a much younger and inexperienced version of 
ILS here at Grand Valley State College. At the time she 
called herself Foundation and Distribution, but looked 
like my old flame. Little did I know that our mutual 
passion would remain after thirty-five years together. 
OK, so it sounds like a winning entry in the world's 
worst story contest. However, metaphors aside, I con-
tinue to grow in my fondness for liberal education and 
the way most of us at GVSU feel about it and practice 
it. If anything is missing, it is perhaps the way we do 
not always (usually?) succeed in conveying this to our 
students. We have probably all been guilty as advisors 
of urging our y 
eds [sic] out oJ 
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. i l t y  a s  a d v i s o r s  
o f  u r g i n g  o u r  y o u n g  f i r s t  y e a r  s t u d e n t s  t o  " g e t  t h e  g e n  
e d s  [ s i c ]  o u t  o f  t h e  w a y . "  E v e n  w h e n  I  s e r v e d  o n  t h e  
G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  S u b c o m m i t t e e  I  r e c a l l  s a y i n g  t h a t  
p h r a s e  o n c e  o r  t w i c e .  
W h i l e  m u c h  " L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n "  i s  c o n v e y e d  t o  
s t u d e n t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m ,  t h e  
c o n c e p t  i s  m u c h  m o r e  i n c l u s i v e .  C o u r s e s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
c u r r i c u l u m  s h o u l d  e m p h a s i z e  h o w  a  G V S U  g r a d u a t e  
c a n  c o m m u n i c a t e  m e a n i n g f u l l y  a t  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  l e v e l  
t o  a l l  w i t h o u t  s h o w i n g  e i t h e r  s u p e r i o r i t y  o r  i n f e r i o r i t y .  
I n  a l l  m y  c o u r s e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  s e n i o r  c a p s t o n e  m e a n t  
f o r  o u r  m a j o r s ,  I  e m p h a s i z e  w r i t t e n  a n d  o r a l  c o m m u -
n i c a t i o n  w i t h  d i v e r s e  a u d i e n c e s .  F e w  o f  o u r  s t u d e n t s  
w i l l  s p e n d  t h e i r  e n t i r e  c a r e e r s  i n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  o n l y  
w i t h  t h e i r  p e e r s .  
L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  a l s o  m u s t  e x p l i c i t l y  c o n n e c t  a r e a s  
o f  k n o w l e d g e  f o r  t h e  s t u d e n t .  E v e n  t h e  m o s t  t e c h n i c a l  
c o u r s e  i n  a  m a j o r  h a s  s o m e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  m a t e r i a l  
l e a r n e d  i n  a n o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e ,  o f t e n  a t  t h e  f r e s h m a n  
l e v e l .  O u r  j o b  a s  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n - o r i e n t e d  f a c u l t y  i s  
t o  b e  a w a r e  o f  t h e s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a n d  m a k e  t h e m  c l e a r  
i n  o u r  t e a c h i n g .  
F o r  m e  p e r s o n a l l y  t h e  g r e a t e s t  j o y  o f  t e a c h i n g  a t  a  
l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  u n i v e r s i t y  i s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  w e  h a v e  a s  
a  b r o a d l y  p r e p a r e d  f a c u l t y  t o  e x p a n d  o u r  o w n  h o r i z o n s  
a s  m e m b e r s  o f  a  c o m m u n i t y  o f l e a r n e r s .  A s  a  g e n e r a l i s t  
w i t h  a  t e r m i n a l  d e g r e e  i n  t w o  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  s u b j e c t  
a r e a s  ( c h e m i s t r y  a n d  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  s c i e n c e ) ,  I  h a v e  b e e n  
a b l e  t o  t e a c h  a  v a r i e t y  o f  c o u r s e s  i n  t h o s e  f i e l d s  t o  d i v e r s e  
s t u d e n t  a u d i e n c e s .  T a k i n g  a d d i t i o n a l  c o u r s e w o r k  i n  t h e  
b i o l o g i c a l  s c i e n c e s  h a s  e n a b l e d  m e  t o  t e a c h  a  n u m b e r  o f  
h e a l t h  s c i e n c e  c o u r s e s  a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  B i o m e d i c a l  
S c i e n c e s  D e p a r t m e n t .  
T h e  m o s t  e x c i t i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  c a m e  f r o m  m y  b e i n g  
a s k e d  t o  t e a c h  i n  t w o  a r e a s  o f  d e e p  i n t e r e s t ,  b u t  n o t  
d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  m y  s p e c i a l t i e s .  A s  a  g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t  
i n  c u l t u r a l  h i s t o r y ,  I  h a d  t o  t a k e  s o m e  u p p e r - l e v e l  a r t  
h i s t o r y  c o u r s e s .  T h a t  l e d  t o  a  l o n g - t e r m  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  
a r t  h i s t o r y .  A  d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  G V S U ' s  a r t  h i s t o r i a n  i n  
t h e  l a t e  1 9 7 0 ' s  l e d  t o  m y  t e a c h i n g  t h e  a r t  h i s t o r y  s u r v e y  
t o  a r t  m a j o r s  f o r  t w o  y e a r s  d u r i n g  h i s  s a b b a t i c a l .  I t  a l s o  
r e s u l t e d  i n  a  s a b b a t i c a l  p r o j e c t  r e s u l t i n g  i n  a  h i s t o r y  
o f  s c i e n c e  s t u d y  g u i d e  u s i n g  w e l l - k n o w n  a r t  w o r k s  a s  
e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e  l i n k s  b e t w e e n  a r t  a n d  s c i e n c e .  
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
C u r r e n t l y ,  I  h a v e  b e e n  a b l e  t o  t u r n  
a  l i f e - l o n g  r e v e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  H e b r e w  
l a n g u a g e  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  t e x t s  i n t o  
b o t h  a n  e x c i t i n g  r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t  o n  
m e d i c i n e  a n d  s c i e n c e  i n  t h e  B i b l e  
a n d  t h e  T a l m u d  ( t h e  t i t l e  o f  a  c o u r s e  
I  t a u g h t  f o r  t h e  H o n o r s  C o l l e g e )  
a s  w e l l  a s  a  c u r r e n t  r e l i g i o n - t h e m e  
c o u r s e  o n  J e w i s h  S c r i p t u r e s  a n d  
T r a d i t i o n s  t h r o u g h  L i b e r a l  S t u d i e s .  
T h e  o p e n n e s s  o f  f a c u l t y  a n d  a d m i n -
i s t r a t o r s  t o  a l l o w  m e  t o  p u r s u e  t h e s e  
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  m a k e  
t h e m  a v a i l a b l e  t o  s t u d e n t s  i s  p e r h a p s  
m y  g r e a t e s t  p l e a s u r e  i n  m y  l o n g  c a r e e r  
a t  G V S U .  
I  l o o k  f o r w a r d  t o  c o n t i n u i n g  o u r  
p a s s i o n  f o r  m a n y  m o r e  y e a r s .  I  a d m i t  
t h a t  I  h a v e  a l w a y s  k n o w n  t h a t  s h e  w a s  
s e e i n g  m a n y  o t h e r s  d u r i n g  o u r  t i m e  
t o g e t h e r ;  h o w e v e r ,  t h i s  i s  o n e  t y p e  o f  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  i s  m e a n t  f o r  s h a r i n g  
w i t h  a s  m a n y  c o l l e a g u e s  a s  p o s s i b l e .  I  
e n c o u r a g e  a l l  f a c u l t y  t o  e m b r a c e  t h e  
l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  i s  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y .  
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